Letters to the Front Lines #21

“Last Words on Money and Ministry”

1 Timothy 6:17-21

For the past several months we have worked our way through Paul’s first letter to Timothy as it appears in our New Testament. This is the first of what is often called the "Pastoral Epistles," or what I am calling "Letters to the Front Lines.” In the two letters to Timothy and the letter to Titus, Paul addresses issues in the ministry to two of his young protégés who were literally on the front lines of the spiritual battle. 

This has been a tough letter to study. I had not intended it this way, but it turns out that, coming into this year, I have preached through every book of the New Testament except First and Second Timothy. As we conclude the first letter, I am glad that I did not try to tackle this material early in my ministry. Much of what we have covered I have learned through experience. It is a difficult letter to preach, difficult to hear preached, and I’m sure was a difficult letter for Timothy to read for the first time there in Ephesus.

Turn with me to the end of 1 Timothy 6 where we will consider the final verses of this letter, verses 17-21. Paul wraps up this letter by addressing two topics he has tackled earlier. Here we see some last words on money and ministry.

Paul’s Financial Advice

We begin with Paul’s financial advice in verses 17-19,

Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life. 

You may note that chapter 6 contains two paragraphs that both handle the theme of money but are addressed to different groups in the church. In verses 6–10 Paul addresses the Christian poor, while in verses 17–19 Paul addresses the Christian rich, “those who are rich in this present world.” Of course wealth and poverty are relative terms. Neither can be neatly defined. Among the poor some are poorer than others, and among the wealthy some are wealthier than others.

Sometimes we think of the early Church as composed entirely of poor people and slaves. Here we see that even as early as this it had its wealthy members. They are not condemned for being wealthy nor told to give all their wealth away; but they are told what not to do and what to do with it.

Let me be clear from the outset: Money is not evil, and not all people allow money to corrupt them. But the potential for corruption remains. Therefore, Paul issues four imperatives, two negative and two positive.
 The term “Command” in verse 17 is the same Greek term used in verse 13 when Paul told Timothy “I charge you.” It is a present tense imperative, demanding that action be taken repeatedly. Such instruction is not a one-and-done matter.

Paul’s first bit of financial advice is don’t take on a false superiority. Reject the notion that talent and hard work automatically reap financial rewards. They don’t. Smart, hardworking, honest people sometimes apply themselves with diligence and wisdom, day in and day out, only to suffer constant financial setbacks. More often than not, they struggle against a world that rewards evil and punishes good. On the other hand, many people with relatively little talent put in fewer hours and find great monetary success.

Possessing wealth tends to give a sense of superiority. The rich often consider those who have not made it financially as intrinsically inferior. This seems to be true especially of those who have come by wealth through no particular effort of their own.

Wealthy people must neither believe their efforts are solely responsible for their riches, nor see the misfortune of others as a reflection of God’s attitude toward them. The Lord sovereignly gives to each person whatever is needed to cultivate a heart of righteousness.
 We ought to work hard and be responsible with out material goods, but allow God to control the results.

If wealth makes a person proud, then he understands neither himself nor his wealth. Deuteronomy 8:18 states, “But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth.” We are not owners; we are stewards. If we have wealth, it is by the goodness of God and not because of any special merits on our part. Material wealth ought to humble a person and cause him to glorify God, not himself.

Second, Paul advises, don’t trust in a false security. We must never look to money as the source of our security. Money can be the means of God’s provision and protection, but it is only a means. He alone is our safety and our strength.
 Wealth is uncertain, not only in their value (which changes constantly), but also in their durability. Thieves can steal wealth, investments can drop in value, and the ravages of time can ruin houses and cars. If God gives us wealth, we should trust Him, the Giver, and not the gifts.
 A key to stewardship is never to confuse the gift and the Giver.
 The proper object of our human trust is not a thing but a Person; not wealth but “God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.”

Remember, today’s gains are tomorrow’s losses. Even on the best of days, the value of this world’s wealth is extremely limited; it pertains only to this present world. We can avoid this danger only by being properly oriented to God. Paul defines this orientation as hope in God. How can the rich believer hold on to God in this way? It can only be done by recognizing that one’s wealth has come from God (2 Cor 8:15). Gifts from God are things to be “enjoyed,” for Paul states clearly that God gives richly for this reason. But the gift is not to be confused with the Giver; it is rather to point the recipient back again to hope in God. Hope, which acknowledges the Giver, releases the recipient of the gift to “enjoy” or make use of it in ways that mirror the divine Giver.
 As we read in Proverbs 23:4-5, “Do not wear yourself out to get rich; have the wisdom to show restraint. Cast but a glance at riches, and they are gone, for they will surely sprout wings and fly off to the sky like an eagle.”
Third, Paul instructs us to enjoy ourselves with God’s blessings. Yes, the word “enjoy” is in the Bible! In fact, one of the recurring themes in Ecclesiastes is, “Enjoy the blessings of life now, because life will end one day” (Eccles. 2:24; 3:12–15, 22; 5:18–20; 9:7–10; 11:9–10). This is not sinful “hedonism,” living only for the pleasures of life. It is simply enjoying all that God gives us for His glory.

Are you surprised to read at the end of verse 17, “God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment”? That’s not the common conception of God, is it? Most people—inside as well as outside the church—think of God as being rather stingy, not wanting to bless people too much lest they—perish the thought—have fun. Such a perspective on God comes not from the Bible but from the devil.
Finally, the wealthy are to enrich others with God’s blessings. Timothy is to command the “rich in this present world … to be rich in good deeds.” Let them add one kind of wealth to another. This is a necessary instruction. Wealth can make people lazy. Since they already have everything they want, they have no need to exert themselves or work for their living. So Timothy is to “command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share,” using their wealth to relieve want and to promote good causes. In doing so, they will be imitating God. For He is rich, yet out of His riches He richly provides us with everything we need.

Paul drew upon the same banking imagery Jesus used in His sermons: 

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal; for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. (Matt. 6:19–21)

It is possible to be “rich in this present world” and be poor in the next. It is also possible to be poor in this world and rich in the next. But a believer can be rich in this world and also rich in the next if he uses what he has to honor God (Matt. 6:19–34).

Timothy must seek to develop in the rich a sense of proportion: “In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life” (19). This treasure for themselves which the wealthy lay up by their generosity is clearly not material treasure, but is rather spiritual treasure, which is (literally) “a good foundation for the future,” enabling the generous rich to lay hold of the authentic life which begins now and ends in heaven. Perhaps the best commentary on this teaching is Jesus’ parable of the shrewd manager in Luke 16. He used his influence in the present to secure his future, and Jesus commended him for his prudence, though not for his dishonesty. It is a question of perspective and of proportion. Which is the more valuable? Is it to be rich in this age (17) or in the age to come (19)? Is it to accumulate treasure on earth or in heaven? Is it to make a lot of money now, or to “take hold of the life that is truly life”?
 As John Kitchen notes, “The only place we can cash-in this world’s goods for the next world’s currency is in this life.”

The teaching of the Christianity is, not that wealth is a sin, but that it is a very great responsibility. If a man’s wealth does nothing but feed his own pride and enriches no one but himself, it impoverishes his soul. But if he uses it to bring help and comfort to others, even in becoming poorer, he really becomes richer. In time and in eternity “it is more blessed to give than to receive.”

Looking over both paragraphs about money, Paul’s balanced wisdom becomes apparent. Against materialism (an obsession with material possessions) he sets simplicity of lifestyle. Against asceticism (the repudiation of the material order) he sets gratitude for God’s creation. Against covetousness (the lust for more possessions) he sets contentment with what we have. Against selfishness (the accumulation of goods for ourselves) he sets generosity in imitation of God. Simplicity, gratitude, contentment and generosity constitute a healthy balance of Christian living.
 That’s good financial advice!

Paul’s Final Admonition

In verses 20-21 we read Paul’s final admonition to Timothy himself: 

Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to your care. Turn away from godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what is falsely called knowledge, which some have professed and in so doing have wandered from the faith.  Grace be with you.
As Paul moves to close the letter, he now turns his attention to Timothy directly. Literally in the Greek verse 20 opens, “O Timothy,” a means of arresting Timothy’s attention and heightening the urgency of what he is about to convey. Paul closes with what amounts to a summary of the entire letter in one sentence. Picking up on themes developed throughout the letter he gathers up the whole of his purpose and expresses it one last time in succinct fashion: “Guard the deposit.”

But what does he mean by that?
Secular Greek literature used the verb translated “guard” to describe military sentry duty or the role of a prison guard. The object, “what has been entrusted to you,” derives from a technical legal verb meaning, “to leave an object in another’s keeping, with strict penalties for embezzlement.”

Parathēkē was a legal technical term which was used of money or valuables deposited with somebody for safekeeping. Here the valuable concerned is “the faith,” meaning the content of the true gospel, and Timothy is to guard it, preserving it and passing it on to others without dilution or distortion.
 Paul wrote, in today’s terms, “You, Timothy, have been entrusted with the most important and valuable commodity on the planet. Don’t blow it!”

This defines the essential work of the church and its leadership today. It is not responsible to do new theology but to guard and exposit the apostolic deposit. As William Barclay has suggested, an elder and preacher does well to remember that his duty is not to himself but to the truth and to his children and his children’s children. If in our day the church is weakened and enfeebled by inattention to the deposit, if in our day Christian ethics are more and more melded into the world because of neglect of the deposit, if in our day the Christian faith is distorted by attempts to make it culturally relevant, we would not be the only losers, but also our children and their children.
 We must guard the deposit. The apostolic urgency has not diminished.

You see, Paul’s final sentence was not for Timothy alone, because the pronoun is plural: “Grace be with all of you.” Paul had the entire church in mind when he wrote this letter, and certainly all of the elders, not just Timothy. As leader of the church, Timothy needed to heed the word of the apostle; but all of his church members had a responsibility to hear and obey as well. And so do we today.

Why would Paul expand his brief benediction so as to include others since the letter is written to Timothy? Probably because what appears to have been written as a personal letter to the pastor was in fact intended to be read to the entire congregation.

And thus this great letter concludes. The Gospel stands, though its enemies rage. The church goes on, though falsehood finds a home and voice even from within its number. At the center of the battle is a solitary individual, called of God to guard the trust of truth delivered in the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. The Apostle Paul has sought to encourage, exhort, and strengthen Timothy to be faithful in this high calling. All today who find themselves in the thick of this same battle will find in the words of this ancient, but ever-living letter, the same grace for this epic struggle of truth and error, life and death, heaven and hell.

This letter has been hard at times because ministering for Jesus Christ against the tide of the world (that too often creeps into the church itself) is hard. It is not for the faint of heart. But the work is deeply rewarding. And the retirement plan is out of this world!
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